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Daughters, stay difficult




‘Do I want any of this? The heartbreak of this place?  
Love it and hate it like no place else on earth.’


Beth Winters,
 Death and Nightingales by Eugene McCabe


‘She’s been everybody else’s girl 
Maybe one day she’ll be her own’


‘Girl’, Little Earthquakes, Tori Amos
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A Seven Day Week, the Sun and the Moon


Sam, 1994


Difficult. She is fed up hearing her da say it. Such a difficult girl. He never asked for such a difficult girl. All the bloody time, all she gets told, is that she’s spoilt rotten. That Patsy indulges her too much.


It didn’t matter if it was true or not. 


Like her mother, she supposed. 


She considers if the good-looking fella that watches her is difficult too. He looks like he might be. 


He’s older, much older than the other boys, schoolboys she knows fairly well, who swing alongside her talking about gigs, or discos, or some other shite. He just sits outside the library in the centre of Downpatrick holding court over a pathetic kingdom of dole-heads, but still, he is king. His eyes hold the movement of cats, liquid, shimmering pools of darkness, his hair jet-black, jaw a pencil stroke against his neck. There is something so jagged about him it makes her laugh nervously to think about it. She knows of his friend Murph, who has all the sharpness but none of the swagger, not solid enough yet; he is just another lanky man-boy whose ambition outgrows his image of himself daily. It must be strange, she thinks, to imagine yourself one way and find yourself another. 


Her school is always going on about knowing yourselves. Like any of them do. She changes her hair colour with cheap dyes every few months. Just to pretend. She knows less than most who she is. Lacking in something. 


This guy knows himself, that much is obvious. He is certain, like the days of the week. You have a name for those twenty-four hours but the shape, the form they might take, those hours, minutes, seconds, you never know, they constantly surprise you. They arrive each week, like it or not, and you have to live them, over and over again.






Patsy’s Side of the Mountain


Patsy, 1982


Everybody knew Fionnuala was a highly strung woman but Patsy loved her. Always did, always would. Maybe he should have told her more often, but he was not one for much talking. Not much for a drink either, and that made him what, odd? Because he was a Pioneer and went to Mass every Sunday and could still outrun a man twenty years his junior. The papers said he was a karate champion. Karate. What kind of stupid ignoramus printed that? Couldn’t get their facts right. Judo. It was the judo that he had the black belt in. 


That morning he’d gone out to bring the cows in as usual and taken the wee lad with him. Patsy John loved the cows. He could see the gentleness in his son’s hand, steady, measured even as a toddler. He’d be a good farmer one day. Take over the place, not that there was much left to manage. Most of it had been frittered away before he bought if off his soused brother. He carried the wee lad down on his shoulders in the early light, one hand on the boy, the other held tea. Patsy threw out the drop of cold tea from his tin cup as they arrived in the shed, wooden slats barely visible against the upcoming sky, darkness spread thick, still refusing to give way to morning. He sat the wee fella down on the corner of the pillar. Usually it barely took a call for the cows to arrive in, driven by routine and the smell of their masters, but that morning, there was a desperate lowing. The cow in calf stayed in the corner of the field, a few others gathered round her. He knew rightly she must a needed help, knew from the sound of her, but he got the rest in first and sorted them for milking as quick as he could. 


Patsy thought about going up to the house and getting his wife but then the daughter would come and she was so skittish, nothing would settle around her. So instead he tucked the wee boy under his arm against him, his hip flask of a child, and marched down towards the cow thinking his son would remember this, the smell of birth and the feeling of easing a living thing into this world. That was something, really something that. The real cut of that. They would always have this together, even if his son didn’t remember and even if Patsy eventually forgot. 


Except the cow did not look so good when he got there, lying on her side, low low breaths. Dangerously low. He placed his son tenderly on the ground beside her head and the child instinctively put his small hands on her face, rubbed their length down her nose, like a little prayer, and he smiled at how right he was about the boy. As he did so he felt the warm ooze along her belly, slick on his hands. She was roughly sliced, not wide open, but enough. Patsy reached down and found the water bag but nothing else, no calf. He felt the boy beside him then. The little impatient kick of his wellies on Patsy’s shin. He looked down and saw they were both standing in a thick pool of blood, his son’s too-long pyjama bottoms soaking it up like a paper towel on a kitchen spill. The child reached down to touch the redness, Patsy snatched him up too late, felt his son’s wet finger­tips around his neck.


The light was coming up and around now as Patsy searched the field for her newborn calf. In the half-light he saw a broken outline, a heap of deformed flesh. The animal’s limbs contorted into an unnatural mess. Destroyed. He backed away. Headed towards the shed. All the time holding his son rope-tight. 


When they got there, Patsy fished a sweet from his coat pocket and bribed the boy to stop the onslaught of tears. He took him to the tap outside. There was a nub of soap hanging on mangled blue binder twine by the wall but not enough to get the blood from the cracks of both their hands. He focused on washing his son’s soft, tiny palms. Checked the animals again. He figured whoever did this was long gone. He went to the locked cupboard, his fingers scrabbling for the hidden key, relieved as he felt its dusty edges, nothing disturbed, fetched down the shotgun and loaded it carefully. The boy watched him religiously. Every click and lever made his eyes pop. 


It was never the right time for this but he took his son’s hand and they strode back across the field, lit by a sun rising so bright it made his eyes water. That’s what he told himself. He had never enjoyed this part. Putting something out of its misery. He was glad his daughter was in her bed asleep. Sam would have made a scene. She’d be five soon enough but that girl would have been curled up inside her mother still, absorbing all the love Nuala had to give, if PJ hadn’t needed the space in his mother’s belly. Sam was soft. His son too, but that would be gone now. Two was young but he’d been about the same age when they’d put down his father’s horse. It was his father had done it. His da cried after and Patsy never saw him shed a tear for another living thing. 


He reached the cow, felt her breath almost gone now. Seemed a shame to waste a cartridge but still, she could go on for another hour like this. The boy was talking to her, singing something soft and low. ‘Old MacDonald’, he thought. 


Say goodbye now, son, he said. The boy’s puzzled face shot up, holding all the innocence he would ever have in that moment. Patsy swept him up with one hand, shoved the boy between his legs, trapped him, the child squirming, then without pause cocked the shotgun and fired. 


The echo of the shot mingled with his son’s shocked cries, fear giving way to sobs, but it was done. 


Away on a’that. There’s not a thing wrong with you. You’re alright. 


Only his mother would do now. Only his mother would stop the bawling. The wailing of his children was a thing Patsy could not abide.


As Patsy approached the house he started to swear blindly. There were no lights on: normally there would be, with Radio Ulster blaring in the background. The last few days bulletins had all been about devolution, whatever that meant, and DeLorean laying fellas off. Maggie preaching war at home and abroad. The Falklands. The country was going to hell in a hand cart. Reporters always topped and tailed with bloody headlines: Belfast, Derry, some wee townland that had suffered, the usual Troubles litany of shootings, bombs, obituaries. The latest Catholic or Protestant person to die. Local traffic. He hated listening to them city people and their lazy tongues, ready to give away all their secrets to whoever asked. Spilling their guts while you tried to eat. Patsy wanted breakfast waiting on him, some tea and bread at the very least, the house warmed up and Nuala to take the boy away and soothe him, return him settled. He didn’t want to have to see to these things, these woman’s things, himself. 


He noticed the back door slightly ajar then; he knew he had not left it that way. He was a man certain in his way of doing things. He had not left the door open. 


He whistled for the dog to come. She was old and so he let her lie in with the wife in the mornings and only took her down to the fields on the second run. An indulgence to be sure, but a new pup meant the end for her and he wasn’t ready for that yet. She did not come and he left the bawling boy on the step and went to her box, and that’s when he felt his heart stutter. The dog wasn’t there but he could see blood glistening on the grass. 


He hadn’t checked on his wife and daughter before he went out. Fionnuala slept too often in the spare room for his liking. That morning her side of their bed had been cold again. 


She must be in with the girl. They must be okay. 


He picked up the boy and walked into the kitchen shouting, Fionnuala. Fionnuala! Trying to tie up the concern in his voice with well-worn irritation. He saw it then, a letter lying flat on the kitchen table, an envelope beside it, ripped open. He picked them both up. The envelope, pale and white and addressed to him. Patrick. His wife’s dainty penwork, cursive letters in black ink. Her trademark slash underneath his name, cutting open an unsayable worry in him. He hadn’t had time to even sit down this morning when he took PJ out with him. He hadn’t noticed it. 


He began to read, couldn’t stop, his body crumpling into a seat as he started to understand. 






Loowit/Fionnuala 


Nuala, 1981


Patsy has started getting the paper delivered as a treat. It is sweet really, he knows I love to read, and I suppose it is his way of keeping me satisfied, in touch with the outside world – while my inner life leaks out of me like excess breastmilk. 


I know he thinks I should stop. That I’m too attached. To the children. What he means is that I’m not attached enough to him. Men. They love the idea of things. The dream of a thing. Not the mess; not the lived-in, insomniac chant, the stink of raising their want. They want children and then they don’t. They want you to open your mouth, then they don’t. They long for offspring, mini versions of themselves, little men to take over, little girls to give away. They long for the future, they ignore the now, the present, the need, the lack. They just keep moving forward, while we are expected to stand still. Wait. Never catch up. 


I want more.


I am not expecting a visitor when I answer the knock on the door with PJ attached to me. Patsy, the dope, has forgotten as usual to tell me anyone was calling. 


An hour earlier I’d been sitting in a shallow bath with my children, trying to ease the relentless wave of tiredness, while Sam’s hair fanned out like sea grass and suddy droplets ran off PJ’s plump little stomach when he kicked his legs. Sam protested as I got out with her brother, the water gone cold like my coffee. Afterwards she fought sleep, her damp face defiant. Her grizzly cries ate at me, she wanted me all to herself. I waited to check on her. Dressed her little brother, let her self-soothe, like the book said, even if it felt wrong. I was so tired. I put PJ in the bouncer, went into her, felt her little hot breaths on my fingertips, settled at last. 


Will I put clothes on today for a change? What do you say, baba? PJ sucked his fingers and watched me with big eyes as I pulled out an expensive flowery dress I loved. The coloured material seemed inadequate held against a body bowed to motherhood and all its scars, but when I slipped it on I fitted into a younger, brighter, carefree version of myself. He cooed at me. My easy baby. I hate that term but it’s true. I lay on the floor beside his giddy, moving chair. Suddenly I didn’t look as bad as I’d felt in months but then he reached for me, his cry demanding, and I was a mother again, the feeling I had for myself lost. I fell asleep nursing PJ on the floor. 


The knock wakes me up. When I open the door the baby moves off me to look at our visitor: a youth, who sees my nipple, hard dark open, a trickle of milk rolling down my breast. His eyes sweep down to take me in, but he isn’t embarrassed, gazes at me, openly curious. It feels like being seen again. The timid redness barely touches his sallow skin, but those eyes – brown and endless, as he steps closer, reaches up and motions to pull the dress around me. 


I instinctively catch his fingers. Grasp them just for a moment. He doesn’t pull his hand away. The gentleness of his touch, it strikes me as so perfect; beguiling tenderness from a breeze of a boy. 


There is only the breadth of the baby between us. He comes in kissing close, then hands me the paper, eyes firmly on mine. It is all there then. All of what might become; right there in that moment, we both decide what is going to happen. That sun-speckled morning is the start.






My Pet Lamb at the Rock Garden


Sam, 1994


I need to pee, Sam says. 


Can’t you hold it? Gav replies.


For three more hours? All the way to Dublin? 


Why don’t you just piss in a bottle or something? I heard you’re dead bendy in places. Gav laughs and clocks James in the rear-view mirror. James waves his bottle and the boys crack up, laughing so hard the spots on their teenage jawlines might burst. 


Becca, you wanna tell your boyfriend to shut up or I’ll take a piss in his ma’s car? 


Dirty minger.


Stop the car, Gav, Becca says. Look, there’s a gate. 


Gav does a ridiculous swerve off the road, stones flying up. 


Sam rolls her eyes as Becca lets her out of the car. You’re comin’ with, she says, grabbing Becca’s arm.


They climb over a farm gate into a huge barren field and make their way up along the top, in the gap between the stubble and the hedges. It’s already dark. The ground is rock hard, solid. January cold.


Sam just stands there, pulls her huge red scarf around her face. 


I’m not going with James. Can’t believe you dragged me along for this. 


Keep sketch, Becca says as she hunkers down. It’s a free ticket. He’s not that bad. He’s pretty nice. And, he really likes you. Becca fixes herself quickly, shivering with the cold. Plus, Pet Lamb are class.


He’s like a fuckin pet lamb, Sam says back. Nice. Boring. Baa, baa, baa—


 Becca laughs. Look, I’m not saying if you meet someone you have to stick around but just be nice. For me. 


You mean for Gav?


Sam, come on. Just this once. 


I’m not snoggin his friend. Okay?


Okay. Fine. Do you know they call it shifting down here? 


Shifting?


Yeah. Like you’re furniture. 


Gross.


You going or what? 


Piss. Off! That travel prefect badge is gone to your head. Sam makes a face as she pulls her knickers down and pisses onto the cold ground. 


You don’t need to watch me. 


Hurry up, I’m freezin! 


Go on then. I’ll catch up. 


Lift it and shift it! Becca says as she picks her way over the stubby field. Sam catches her up as they approach the car.


What were you doing? Building a toilet? Gav says as they climb in.


No, your mausoleum, Sam says smiling, and opens a bottle.


Wha? 


Grave. Your grave. We were digging your grave. 


Ha ha, watch yourself, Malin. You say that shit to the wrong person and it won’t be my grave you’re worried about. 


Christ almighty, chill out, you two, Becca says. 


They drive in silence for a bit.


Sam necks two beers in quick succession, then reaches across James and into the front between Becca and Gav. She changes the station until she finds something she likes, blasts Björk’s ‘Big Time Sensuality’ as loud as she can. 


Dublin is excited. Like it’s on a permanent night out. Tall, showy and bright. Buildings bullying each other for room, people thronged together, spaces swelling with noise and dirt. Everything so different from the North. 


At this time of night on Saturday, Belfast city centre would be dead. Everyone stays in their patch. Living late-night legacy of the Troubles bullshit, but it’s not really a legacy – the Troubles haven’t ended – more like a bad hangover. The kind that starts you drinking again, just to get over it. Putting it on the long finger, you still have to deal with it but just not yet. Troubles haven’t gone anywhere even if peace hangs around like a bad smell on the tongues of politicians, mouth washed of the unpalatable aftertaste till they start talking again. 


Dublin is different. You can go anywhere you want. Still, Gav takes a few wrong turns as they make their way along busy streets, Becca giving the finger to taxi drivers beeping at their Northern reg. They park near Whelan’s, in a warren of posh streets with perfect little redbrick houses one minute and concrete-cradled flats the next, the city changing mood as they walk down George’s Street towards Temple Bar to the Rock Garden. 


Not a chance, boys, the bouncer says, before they even get to the door. Sam has hung back slightly, notices a skinny fella looking over, dissecting. He looks familiar. She watches him nudge his mate, but Becca pulls her away before his dark-haired friend turns around. 


Gav and James wave their fake IDs and the bouncer laughs. Not tonight. And I don’t want to hear a sob story. You’re not getting in. End of. 


Girls, how’s it going? The skinny fella comes over, arms around Sam’s and Becca’s shoulders as if he knows them. Derek, he says to the bouncer, what’s the story? 


Chiz. You know these chancers? 


Aye. Course I do. Rest of the lads inside? 


Upstairs bar. 


Cheers, mate, Chiz says.


Derek looks the girls up and down, finally says, Come on, then. 


Sam goes to open her bag for the bouncer but then remembers they don’t check bags for bombs across the border. Only at home. She closes it again. Doesn’t want to look like a dick. Chiz has slipped his arm around her and she sees Becca whisper something to Gav, then Becca takes Sam’s hand and they head in, under Chiz’s steam, leaving James and Gav behind, heads bent, staring angrily at the wet cobbles shining on the street.


It’s darker inside but when they get down the stairs the girl on the ticket desk is lit up like a Madonna. She has tattoos inching from her skull around her face, twisted petals on a pretty flower, black-lined cat eyes, the rest of her jet hair slicked back into a high pony. 


Sam can see Chiz is pleased with himself even in the smoky gloom of the basement bar. 


Thanks might be in order, he says, leering at her as she unwinds her scarf from around her neck and stuffs it in her bag.


Thanks . . . Chiz . . . is it? Becca says warily. Where’s the bathroom? 


Over there. Chiz points past Becca. You wanna drink . . .?


Sam. It’s Sam. Sure. Vodka tonic. 


I’m gonna go out and let the boys in, Becca whispers. Gav’s waiting on me. You okay here? 


Sure. Don’t be too long though, will ya? 


Ten minutes. Tops. Becca is already gone. 


The place is buzzing. What does your friend want? Chiz says, turning from the bar. 


Same for her. Please. Don’t I know you? You from the town?


Yeah. Small world. You’re at The Sisters of Suck Em and See, right? Chiz says straight-faced. 


For my sins, yeah. 


Chiz grins and lets out a small chuckle. 


You work down here?


Taking some time off at the moment. Sabbatical, you could call it. I’ll get these, your money’s no good here. 


She insists on paying for the next round but Chiz blatantly refuses so she downs Becca’s vodka in one. He hands her another. The support act come on. Becca still hasn’t come back. 


Chiz’s mates arrive. She knows them all to see but has never spoken to any of them. He takes her over and introductions are made: Murphy, and a few older girls whose names she doesn’t bother to remember. Murphy goes to the tech across the road from the bus station in Downpatrick. He’s a regular fixture. Cousin of one of the girls in her year. Good few years older than them and always stoned. 


Where’s Naoise? she hears Murph ask. She likes the sound of this name. Nee-sha. 


Chiz shrugs. Upstairs. Some bird. Says he’ll be down later. 


Then the band comes on. The lead singer like a trainee Michael Hutchence. They’re good. Everyone surges forward. She drinks another vodka. Accepts Becca isn’t coming back. Figures she’ll meet them back at the car. The usual back-up plan for when they get split up. She has another vodka. And another. He’s buying. Or one of his friends. They seem to know everyone. Time swells. 


And then he sticks his tongue in her mouth. 


What the fuck? she says. 


You think those drinks were free? 


What? 


Tease. 


What?


Can’t you take a joke?


Fuck you. 


She shoves Chiz hard and he lands on his friend Murphy, who looks so surprised she starts to laugh even though she’s raging. She forces her way through the pit, easy when you’re as tiny as she is to melt into the smallest spaces. 


At the top of the stairs she bumps straight into someone. 


Hey, he says, his accent a mirror of hers.


Hey yourself, she slurs, barely looking at him as she dodges on past and up the steps and is out on the street in seconds. The air is cold, fresh, wide. She pulls her scarf out of her bag, twists it around her neck and head, a cocoon, and starts to walk up the cobbled road to Dame Street. 


Ten minutes later, she walks into Roma for chips. Hopes Becca might be there. She isn’t but it’s still early. Eleven thirty. Nurses some warmth into her body from the proximity of the fryers, luxuriates against the silver hoods and chats to the chipper woman. The woman gets Sam a cuppa while she waits. Sam loosens her scarf and sips the tea while they listen to the fish batter singing with the fat. 


Later she leans against the wall at the side of Whelan’s, eating her chips, the harsh hot vinegar finally destroying the bad taste Chiz left in her mouth. There are a few other stragglers about. Strangers. Pissheads. A girl fighting with her boyfriend.


Hey. 


She straightens when she hears the accent. Hey yourself, she thinks. 


A dark-haired man approaches. The guy who sits outside the library. The guy who seems so certain of himself. Up close he is handsome in a way that you can’t miss. 


Becca’s friend, right? Sam?


Yeah. And? 


He holds out her scarf in his hand. This yours? 


Shit – Sam reaches to her neck – yes. Where’d you find it?


Just outside the chipper.


He hands it to her. She winds it around her neck one-handed.


I’m Naoise. He reaches out his hand. The sound of his name, Nee-sha, unbalances her. He smiles as he says it. 


Were you following me? 


How about thanks very much? I saw you wearing it earlier. When you legged it outside.


Sam pulls the scarf closer, eats another chip. Sneaks looks at him. He is so beautiful. 


Surely that gets me a chip? he says, watching her eat. 


Piss off. Get your own chips. 


Why don’t we do a swap? Naoise holds up a small bag of green, and quickly puts it away as two Garda stroll past the end of the lane. He moves closer to her.


Sam smiles and pops another chip in her mouth. Nah, I’m fine.


There’s a secret park in the city, two streets over. Iveagh Gardens. Have you been?


Nope.


He laughs. Wanna see it? 


Err, no.


Ah you do wanna see it, come on, he says, leaning a little closer. Or you can stand here in the street and watch that.


Just up from Sam a drunk middle-aged man has his dick out and is pissing on the ground. He sees Sam and waves, nearly falls over. All righhht, goood lookin’? 


Naoise smirks.


The man steadies himself with a chuckle and continues pissing like a horse while grinning at Sam. 


Sam eats the last chip and scrunches up the paper in her hands. Well, the alternative’s not great. 


Naoise holds out his hand again. 


I’ve vinegar fingers, Sam says, refusing to shake. So where’s this magic fucking park then? 






Iveagh Gardens


Sam, 1994


He vaults his body over the high black gate easily. She follows suit. In the garden they are on their own. The noise of the city recedes. It is beautiful, the damp quiet intoxicating. They walk around in silence for a bit. He grins, the lamp light magnifying the outline of his body. Something like the feeling of heat hits her whenever she looks at him.


The statues in the park are elegant bystanders. She runs her fingers along their smooth feet, their stone skin shimmering against the slivers of light that move across the gardens. She is sure that in the daylight the stonework must appear mottled, discoloured by years of keeping watch over this hidden paradise in the middle of the city; not unblemished like their kin in museums, only on show for the lucky few.


They sit on steps near the fountain and he rolls a joint, lights it, takes a drag and brings it to her mouth, his fingers touching her lips. She hesitates momentarily before taking a long deep inhale. Naoise keeps looking at her as he smokes; his coffee-coloured eyes, set with a black ink iris, swell and diminish against the splayed light every time he stares at her. She stares right back. His features seem too perfectly measured somehow. His is a beauty that would let you get away with things. 


Why have we never met before? he says. 


Don’t ask me, she says. 


He smiles. That smile.


It’s beautiful here.


It’s Baltic, he says, moving closer. 


You go to lots of gigs down here? 


I do a bit of backstage stuff, like the odd time. He takes a huge drag and exhales, then hands her the joint.


I can probably get you into Nirvana at the RDS in April.


Are you serious? I saw them in King’s Hall. Unreal—


Epic gig.


They were amazing, though, weren’t they? Tori Amos song at the start and everything. Sam can still feel the music throbbing through her body, melodies like memory. Kurt. 


What d’you think of Pet Lamb? he asks, bringing her back to him.


Good. Pretty good, she says, unsure. Gav loves them. Becca not so much. 


Who’s Gav? 


Becca’s fella. 


Right. 


He goes to the High School. 


Those two wee skinny lads outside who looked about twelve? 


He’s seventeen, same age as me. She stands up. 


He joins her, tucks his arm into hers without asking. The other guy? 


James. Gav’s mate. Nothin’ to do with me. 


Naoise smiles. You’d never have got in without Chiz. Not a chance.


His friend Chiz’s sneering face appears, she can almost smell his breath, hot, sour, wanting. It makes her feel sick. 


We never had a problem before. She wrestles her arm back from Naoise, sticks her hands in her pockets and starts to move ahead. She doesn’t know where she is going, stays on the gravel path.


He catches up, walks in step with her, leaning too close, trying to get her to slow down. 


You fancy another smoke? he says. 


Sam keeps walking. No, thanks. I’m fine. We should head. 


Listen. Don’t mind Chiz, he’s a headless fuck. Totally harmless. 


She missteps then, moving out of time, just a fragment. 


Right. Dead on. Better go, don’t want Becca to leave without me.


You can get home with us. 


I’m not sitting beside Chiz. 


Naoise laughs. He’s driving. Sit beside me. There’s room.


What time is it? Becca’s gonna kill me.


Ah, she’ll be alright. 


You don’t know her. 


Ah she must be well used to you disappearing with handsome strangers. He smirks, stops walking and so does she.


Sorry, are you calling yourself handsome? Sam laughs. Who does that?


Hah, he laughs back. Okay, plain stranger. Better?


Much. And no, I don’t make a habit of bunking off with randomers.


So I’m a randomer now?


No. Just—


Not your type?


I don’t have a— you don’t know a thing about me.


Okay. Gimme a sec. He stands back. Circles her, then swoops in close, his answer ready. 


You like … boys in bands … and drugs and … and … what else floats a girl like youse boat? He smiles, buying time. Poetry. Lots a pretty words. 


Oh, yeah? What do you know about poetry? 


I love poetry. 


Yeah?


Yeah. 


Go on then. What’s your favourite?


He doesn’t miss a beat and says, Breaking Wood. 


I was breaking wood in the shed 
As dark fell. The wind gusted 
And slammed the door, pitching 
Me into such blackness that I 
Missed my stroke and struck 
A spark from the floor. 

It brought back my father . . .


She watches him perform. Perfect, easy. Delicious. 


When he is finished, she is on the cusp of laughing: such a shock, his borrowed words still rolling over her. 


. . . Will take my feeling to the night, he says, finishing. 


Heaney, she says. 


Deane, he says. 


Two Seamuses. Smart, she thinks, trying to dust off the impact those words delivered from that mouth are having on her. He’s moved closer to her the whole time he’s been speaking, inched nearer and nearer and the last lines have been given dream-like to her mouth, like a kiss waiting. 


Will take my feeling to the night, she repeats. They are standing looking at each other, oak and ash trees bent over eavesdropping on either side. The gardens are spider-webbed with moonlight, dispensed through the branches. He smells of all kinds of smoke. Even though these old trees have seen this a thousand times before, the kindling, igniting, they whisper to each other to lean closer, steal what they can. 


He’s a beautiful writer, she says. 


You’re beautiful, he says.


Her whole body creases at the word beautiful. 


Fuck off. You’re so full of yourself, she says, sharp, short, trying to hide the reaction, straighten herself out, but he sees it. Notes it. Knows his way in. The trees snap and straighten out in the wind and they walk on. 


She almost forgets that there is anyone else in the whole city but the two of them when suddenly Northern voices carry across the shadowy hollows of the park.


It’s Becca. Arguing. With Chiz. 


Sam runs to the entrance, towards her voice. 


Naoise is behind her. 


He gives her a boost and she is on the other side. 


Go on, he says and she turns up the road towards Harcourt Street. 


Sam sees Becca and the others. Gav sits in the driver’s seat with a face on him. Chiz is sitting on the bonnet of Gav’s car, holding court. 


Where the fuck have you been? Becca shouts as Sam arrives out of breath. He wouldn’t tell me where you were. Prick. 


Chiz snots out a contemptuous laugh. 


Let’s go, Becca says, shoving Chiz off-balance as she walks around the front of Gav’s car. 


Oh, I like you, Chiz says to Becca’s back. I like you a lot. 


Becca ignores him, opens the door and pulls her seat forward so Sam can get in. 


Bye, Sam says. 


See ya, Naoise says. 


Naoise, Chiz and the others walk off up the street. Chiz shoves Naoise playfully as they stroll away, mucking about. They seem to duck out of sight about halfway up. 


One sec, Sam says to Becca, and she is running up the street after him.


For fuck sake! Becca says. 


Hey, Sam calls down the gap she saw him disappear into, a lane underneath pale brick buildings, lights at either end but in the centre only darkness. A figure emerges from the gloom.


Hey you, Naoise says. Thought you had to go?


I … we’re going to Lavery’s, next Saturday … if you’re around? Sam blurts out. 


Might be, might be, might definitely be there next Saturday. You think Becca will still hate my guts by then? He’s moving towards her.


No. No way. She’s actually really sound, it’s my fault. 


Three blasts of a car horn stop her motion towards him. Better go before they really do leave me behind. Saturday? she repeats. 


See you round, Sam, Naoise says. Saturday. 


She smiles, unable to hide it. Surprised at herself. And he is gone, into the shadows of the lane, into the body of Dublin.






Neon Loneliness


Nuala, 1981


Every day he appears is a special occasion. 


I don’t pretend to myself that it is anything other than what it is. I want him to think about me. I am blatant, like red lips on Sunday faces. Shiny patent shoes with a short skirt. Coyness is not going to be part of my armoury. Teenage girls have that in spades and I couldn’t hope to pry him away from their endless innocence, despite the finite surety of that one fleeting special thing. I am old. I am experience. I am living, breathing, lust. I am not playing games and that is new to him. It is not my newness he wants. He wants to know my stretched skin, and I want his youth, devotion. Fall in love with me just a little. The ticking need of all that. I want to succumb to it all, be whispered about, the dirty beating heat of gossip. I want people to stare and turn their heads away, smile and wince. I want everyone to remember me. I want to feel something. Anything real.


I just don’t realise soon enough that is not what he wants. He wants silence and secrets and some sort of respectability that I have missed. In all that rush I have missed it. Missed his camouflaged cruelty until it is too late and I become the tiniest Matryoshka doll locked inside all the other painted versions of me he has created, glazed with a shiny and improbable lustre that only a teenage boy can conjure, ready to be destroyed with all the rage his broken heart can bleed into my world. I’m careless with myself.


In the end it is loneliness that blinds me. Long silent days of broken sleep and washing and peek-a-boo and nappies and weekday dinners that kill me. Dull my senses so much I could just walk into oncoming traffic and no one would even notice me. I wouldn’t notice me. I’ve forgotten myself in petty little increments. The shaky feeling of knowing who you are but not wanting to admit it to yourself, pretending to be someone else for so long that you forget yourself. The first time you see a reflection and think you are beautiful and the last time someone makes you feel ugly. And you believe them. It’s all and more of those things. As simple and as complicated as breathing. As life itself.






Little Earthquakes in Lavery’s Limelight


Sam, 1994


Everyone throngs to Lavery’s in Belfast. There’s a floor for every kind of muso. The ratty brick thrums with the sound of escape, the old building becoming young as darkness gives way to dancing. Drinking. Getting lost. There is no science to it. No explanation that Sam knows as to why the song playing makes her move the way she does. Why the way she moves, and not the way her friend moves, makes other people move. Makes other people want to move towards her, and still other people watch, because she’s lost in it. 


Sweat trickles down her back and thighs, her forehead glitters, starbright with it. 


Not everyone can give in to it, but she can. 


She does. 


Pulse herself, contort, twist 


fall 


and still not stop.


Because the more she moves, the more she craves it. 


The crash of bodies, the smell of letting go, the high of not giving a shit. Dancing is like that magic bit just before you come, it makes sense and it doesn’t. She can’t resist it, this feeling buzzing all over. Her body colluding with alcohol and drugs and anything she can get her hands on to make her feel out of it; she wants terrible beauty, demands anything that leaves her shimmering with delight. 


Becca has said Sam’s mother was beautiful, would have stayed beautiful, but how could Becca know what time and sadness and the day-to-day shit of life might have done to her mother? How could anyone know what they would become? There is only now and nothing more, nothing easy, nothing certain. Life has to be now or what’s the point; today is all they have. Becca talks endlessly about her plans, university or what she will do this summer, next, at college. The future is in everything she does, but Sam doesn’t feel like that. She doesn’t think she will make it out of this town alive. 


She tries not to think about that. 


She tunes into the music. Suede. Brett Anderson sounds like a god. 


Naoise finds her in the dark corner dancing, and watches. Doesn’t move towards her. It’s sort of shocking to her. People move around him but he remains transfixed. 


It’s like she’s a kid again, playing hold-onto-the-electric-fence, the one that’s meant to keep cattle in the field, shaking her body till it gives out a flick, a burn of electricity, so sweet and tender that it radiates from her, covers every bit where skin kisses bones and skims nerves, surrounds her, she can feel each vibration, the hum of him with the music set against the throb of the heavy dark. 


Becca tries to talk to her but she can’t make out the words, just feels her friend’s rushed breath on her ear like a warning, while she watches him watching her. Becca finally gives up. Walks away. 


Nothing is stopping this. Naoise picks Sam up as he kisses her, twisted explosion written between their mouths, her arms around his neck, his hands connecting firm around her waist as he slams her against the wall. He is hard, she feels it through his clothes. Breathless. Violent. Like he wants to fuck her right there, in front of everyone, and she feels every single bit of it. 


It’s Becca who breaks the spell, drags her out, and Sam is laughing, high, buzzing, freer than she’s ever been. 


Her fingertips search for traces of him left on her mouth. They journey home, teenagers shoved sardine-like, unsafe, into Gav’s car. Out through the city, receding lights of Belfast behind them as they speed past Carryduff, grateful there are no police checkpoints tonight. The long sweeping belt of road to Saintfield, soft and dark and almost green-black like the wide fields and towering trees that keep watch above them. They see the glitter of small towns and villages set out in front of them, rising and disappearing in the drumlins, blurry with drunken speed, as Gav picks the winding back roads. 


He drops James off at a long drivewayed, low-set bungalow. Sam’s whitewashed farmhouse is next. 


So that’s a thing now? Becca says, as she lets Sam out of the car. 


What? 


Gav said he’s bad news, nearly killed someone last year. 


Who?


I dunno.


Gav says. Christ, Becca, you sound like your ma. I’ll take my chances.


You know everyone gets their drugs from him? Becca says.


Sam shrugs her shoulders. So we’ll get free drugs? Never known you to have a problem with that. Besides, he’s not my boyfriend.


Yet. He’s an oul man. Becca laughs. Sam doesn’t join her. He used to go with my sister Lucy’s friend, Leah. Really fucked her up too. 


Leah’s not exactly a pushover, Bec.


Yeah, she’s totally mental, but still. He’s twenty-eight, Sam. You’re seventeen. 


Twenty-eight. Eighteen in two months. 


I can do the maths. 


He doesn’t look twenty-eight. 


No, he doesn’t. That’s the problem. 


God, Becca, relax, will ya? You look at someone funny round here and that’s it. Guilty. 


Fuck off. 


Becca, c’mon. Gav revs up the car. I’m starving.


Dick, both girls say in unison. They hug goodnight and Becca gets in the car. Sam sits on the wall, lights up a ciggie, watches the tail lights of the car disappear up the lane. Petrol-burn smoke escapes as Gav runs through his gears on the steep hill out of the gap onto the main road. 


Sam goes inside, falls asleep saying his name. Naoise. The sound of it, hearing his voice. His words in her head. You are mine. You belong to me.






Special Occasion


Nuala, 1981	


Children both asleep that morning, miraculous really. Sullen little faces snoring gently, rain their relentless lullaby. Patsy out for the day at the sales, looking to bring back some or other helping of new heifer to the farm. I figure the paper will not be delivered. When he appears I surprise myself, shove my bare feet into old battered boots that I wear winter and summer, the leather repaired and repaired and repaired rather than find another pair that wouldn’t suit my feet as perfectly. There are some things in life you shouldn’t need to replace. 


He has already dropped the paper on the doorstep and is retreating in his red Adidas jacket down the driveway but he swings back around as he hears me step out, his gaze open, curly hair matted to his forehead with sweat and drizzle. I don’t bring him in, instead lead him back around the farmhouse, out past the barn to the edge of the field, where the banged-up Rover sits on top of concrete blocks, waiting to be fixed. 


My children would play in that burgundy car eventually, laugh and cry out and never know that I break myself open in that car, am remade in that car, scream in that car. I haven’t considered that his lips would do anything other than bruise mine that day. I am not prepared for the crack in my bones under the solidness of him. I thought he’d be supple and air but he is determined, tastes every part of me, fluttering mouth moving with jarring damning tenderness so that when he goes down on me, pauses to look up, I think I will come before he has even touched me. 


And then I do the same for him. 


His flesh is baby-sweet and I want to bite him, draw blood and mark him, and I do, above his jutting hip bone, a precious little nip. I have no idea how long we have been in that car when I remember who I am and gather myself up, pulling on my dress. He slides his hand up between my thighs, his thumb pushes into my sex, still buzzing with pleasure, setting my desire out, like child’s prints in clay. 


My son is screaming when I get back to the house, my daughter playing quietly with bricks beside his cot. I take the baby, shush him, tread steady steps in ever-growing circles around the kitchen, then stand in front of the rain-washed window. 


I do not see him for another week and touch myself every chance I get. My children’s naps. Early morning. I crawl into the bathroom in the middle of the night and silently push myself to orgasm again and again thinking of his swollen mouth around me. It never fails. It seems to grow into something more powerful in my mind, takes over my imagination, remakes me in a giddy image of myself that feels uncontrollable, dangerously wanting, demanding that intensity again and again. 


I even have sex with my husband to try and bridge the gap. It only makes it worse. 






Mocks


Sam, 1994


Sam’s kidding herself, pretending that these are the real-thing-exams that dictate her life. They are only mocks. She should be fine with that, used to that. Her whole life is a mock. A cock-up. A practice run. 


Like Faux Gerry Adams on the telly. Everyone and their ma knew Gerry was dubbed when he came on the BBC – the slight delay as he spoke, his mouth and words in minor disagreement. Unreal. Dubbed Gerry sounded just like the other actor on the telly, telling you not to join the Provos. Were there really so few thespians in Northern Ireland that they have to have the same one saying completely opposite things concurrently? Clearly people on the mainland gave so few shits about us over here that they probably thought, Who the fuck would notice? Because, well, don’t all those Paddies sound the same, like. So one minute he’s on talking about ‘the peace process’, and a few moments later, during the ad break, he’s saying ‘See something. Say something’. Faux Gerry. Not real Gerry. Good-for-TV Gerry. Not I-was-never-in-the-IRA type Gerry. There’s a difference, you know. As if anyone from here would miss that. 


She misses Naoise. All the time. Has tried to focus on studying. Not on him. 


Not on his perfect face. His gaze as he takes her in. His mouth on hers.


He is a movie star left behind to shine in a small town. She is his audience.


Girls from the year below, the lower sixth, walk past. She gets up, follows them past the statue of Our Blessed Virgin, Mary, who judges them all benignly. Those girls have another year to wait. Another year of this shit in a shit place, with a shit life in a shithole. 


Soon the pretend exams will become real. Results will loom. She does not apply herself, her English teacher wrote on her last report – she is highly intelligent but her grades do not reflect that. Reflect. On reflection they’re all kidding themselves, kidding everyone, kidding life. There’s no kidding the system. 


Just a few weeks ago, RTÉ let Gerry Adams and the others speak in their own voices on the telly, voiceovers a thing of the past. Some poor fucking actor out of a job, Sam’s English teacher Miss Denvir says, laughing, harsh. 


She meets Becca. Who chats incessantly about what might be on the mock paper. She loves her but she has to zone out. 


At least all Becca talks about is exams and boys. Everything is starting to change. All the bad guys get to sell their particular murdering brand of shite to the masses, their killing manifesto. Our lovely accent tucked in with death forever more: when they hear our voice in England it sounds out trouble. Marked as dangerous as soon as you open your mouth. Say nothin.


They trudge into the exam hall. Find their places, sit down. She reads the questions three times. Like she’s been told to do. Tries not to focus on everyone else furiously scribbling around her. Knows that she is in trouble.


Last year in school they announced a march for peace and everyone was giddy about the day off. The girls were told to be on their best behaviour and present themselves in a manner that would uphold the reputation of The Sisters Of Perpetual Succour Grammar School, Newcastle. They got in the papers. Not the Guardian or the Sun. Just Belfast papers. A bunch of schoolchildren and their teachers simply walking did not make headline news across the water. English people didn’t give a fuck and neither did the Irish, and they are only down the road. Dundalk, Drogheda, Dublin. They do not give a rat’s ass about the North. Unless a guard gets shot or something blows up down south. Then they pay attention. Then they talk. Then they sit up. Northern Ireland learned to be the problem child, attention for bad behaviour, because that’s the only thing that worked. Being good as gold simply did not endear. Bombs worked. Guns worked. Semtex worked. Good-looking fellas starving themselves worked. American presidents doing a John Wayne impression, with big smiles and bigger wallets, worked. 


These things work. These things always worked for a while. Until they didn’t. 


It was on the news. The peace march. 


Practice makes perfect pretend paramilitaries. Say it again, Sam. 


Since RTÉ lifted their ban Sam can just change the channel and hear Gerry talk in his actual voice whenever she wants. Sometimes they do switch, but even Margaret agrees Gerry sounds better when the actor does his voice: smoother, more gravitas, like a fine wine. I don’t think Gerry drinks wine himself, Margaret says. Margaret Caher says you have to be careful of wild boys, twinkle-eyed terrorists she calls them, because Gerry was a quare looker in his youth, and a lot of freedom fighters are very handsome. Like Che Guevara. Sam had to look him up. Margaret actually pointed at Naoise one day in the town and said, Like that fella there, he has that swagger, that ragged edge about him that could snag you, unravel all your sense like thread. He’s up to no good, that one. No good at all. Sam pretended not to know him. 


When she was younger Sam used to wonder would Saint Margaret ever get with her da, realised that everyone round here had thought it at one point: two sort-of widowers, four kids between them, but she’d understood as she got older they just sort of rubbed along together. A chaste support system, not an addled love affair. A freedom with each other they couldn’t get from other people.
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